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Outdoor Therapy for Veterans: Healing Beyond the Walls

Outdoor therapy for veterans is becoming a powerful and transformative approach to helping those

who have served our country find peace, purpose, and healing. For many veterans, the transition from

military to civilian life can be filled with challenges—physical injuries, post-traumatic stress disorder

(PTSD), anxiety, depression, and difficulties reintegrating into everyday routines. Traditional therapies

are effective for some, but outdoor therapy offers a unique, holistic alternative that combines nature,

physical activity, and therapeutic techniques to support mental and physical well-being.

This article explores how outdoor therapy for veterans works, why it’s gaining traction, and the various

benefits it provides. We’ll also look at different types of nature-based treatments, share practical

insights, and discuss what makes this approach so special for those who have given so much.

What Is Outdoor Therapy for Veterans?

Outdoor therapy, also known as wilderness therapy or nature-based therapy, involves engaging

veterans in therapeutic activities set in natural environments. This can include hiking, camping, fishing,

gardening, or even structured group exercises conducted in parks, forests, or near bodies of water.

The goal is to leverage the calming, restorative power of nature combined with psychological and

physical interventions to foster healing.

For veterans, outdoor therapy often means stepping away from clinical settings and embracing a more

active, experiential form of therapy that encourages mindfulness, self-reflection, and peer support. It’s

a way to reconnect not only with themselves but with a community of fellow veterans who understand

their struggles.



Why Nature Matters in Healing

Studies have repeatedly shown that spending time in nature reduces stress hormones, lowers blood

pressure, and improves mood. For veterans coping with PTSD, these effects can be particularly

profound. The sounds of birds, the rustling of leaves, and the vastness of open skies create a sensory

experience that is both grounding and uplifting.

Being outdoors encourages veterans to be present in the moment, helping to interrupt the cycle of

traumatic memories or anxious thoughts. Moreover, physical activity in natural settings releases

endorphins, which are natural mood boosters, and can alleviate symptoms of depression and anxiety.

Benefits of Outdoor Therapy for Veterans

Outdoor therapy offers a range of benefits that address both mental health and physical well-being.

Here’s how this approach can make a difference:

1. Enhanced Mental Health

- **Reduction in PTSD symptoms:** Engaging in nature-based activities helps veterans process trauma

in a non-threatening environment, often leading to decreased flashbacks and hypervigilance.

- **Improved mood and reduced anxiety:** The calming effect of nature combined with physical

exercise can significantly lower anxiety levels and uplift overall mood.

- **Increased mindfulness and emotional regulation:** Nature encourages veterans to focus on the

present moment, which can improve emotional control and reduce feelings of overwhelm.



2. Physical Health Improvements

- Regular outdoor activities promote cardiovascular health, muscle strength, and flexibility.

- Veterans with physical injuries or disabilities can engage in adaptive outdoor sports and exercises

tailored to their abilities.

- Fresh air and sunlight increase vitamin D levels, which is essential for bone health and immune

function.

3. Social Connection and Support

Many outdoor therapy programs for veterans are group-based, fostering camaraderie and peer

support. Sharing experiences with others who have faced similar challenges can reduce feelings of

isolation and build meaningful relationships.

4. Development of Life Skills

Outdoor therapy often involves learning survival skills, teamwork, and problem-solving. These

experiences boost confidence and resilience, which are valuable during the reintegration process into

civilian life.

Types of Outdoor Therapy Programs for Veterans

Various organizations and therapists offer specialized programs designed to meet the diverse needs of

veterans through outdoor therapy.



Wilderness Therapy Expeditions

These are structured, multi-day trips that combine therapy sessions with outdoor adventures like

backpacking or canoeing. Veterans participate in group discussions, individual counseling, and

physical challenges that promote self-discovery and healing.

Horticultural Therapy

Working with plants, whether in community gardens or therapeutic farms, provides veterans with a

calming and purposeful activity. Gardening can improve mood, reduce stress, and foster a sense of

accomplishment.

Equine-Assisted Therapy

Interacting with horses has been shown to benefit veterans by improving emotional awareness,

communication skills, and trust. This form of therapy often takes place outdoors, enhancing the

connection to nature.

Adaptive Outdoor Sports

For veterans with physical disabilities, adaptive kayaking, fishing, or rock climbing offer opportunities

for physical activity and social engagement. These activities are tailored to individual capabilities and

provide a sense of achievement.



How to Get Started with Outdoor Therapy for Veterans

If you or a veteran you know is interested in trying outdoor therapy, here are some practical steps to

consider:

Research local programs: Many nonprofits and veteran organizations provide outdoor therapy

opportunities. Look for programs accredited and experienced in working with veterans.

Consult healthcare providers: Speak with mental health professionals or doctors to ensure

outdoor activities are a safe and complementary option.

Start small: Begin with simple outdoor activities like walking in a park or community gardening to

gauge comfort and interest.

Connect with veteran groups: Peer support can make outdoor therapy more meaningful. Joining

groups can provide encouragement and a sense of belonging.

Prepare properly: Dress appropriately for outdoor conditions and bring necessary gear to stay

comfortable and safe.

Challenges and Considerations

While outdoor therapy offers many advantages, it’s important to acknowledge potential challenges:

- **Accessibility:** Not all veterans live close to natural areas or have easy access to outdoor therapy

programs.

- **Physical limitations:** Some veterans may have injuries or health issues that restrict participation in



certain activities.

- **Weather dependency:** Outdoor sessions can be affected by adverse weather, requiring flexibility

in scheduling.

- **Emotional readiness:** Engaging in outdoor therapy requires willingness to open up and face

difficult emotions, which might not suit everyone immediately.

Professionals running outdoor therapy programs are typically trained to address these challenges,

adapting activities to individual needs and ensuring a supportive environment.

The Growing Role of Technology and Outdoor Therapy

Interestingly, technology is being integrated with outdoor therapy to enhance its effectiveness. GPS

devices, mobile apps for mindfulness, and wearable health monitors help track progress and keep

participants safe. Virtual reality (VR) even offers a way to simulate natural environments for veterans

unable to access the outdoors physically.

This blend of technology and nature-based methods shows promise in expanding the reach and

impact of outdoor therapy for veterans.

Stories of Transformation

Countless veterans have shared inspiring stories about how outdoor therapy helped them reclaim their

lives. From overcoming debilitating PTSD symptoms to regaining physical strength and forging lifelong

friendships, these narratives highlight the profound impact nature can have on healing.

One veteran described how hiking through a national park with a group helped him break through

emotional barriers and find a renewed sense of hope. Another found peace through equine therapy,

which taught patience and trust after years of turmoil.



These personal experiences underscore the potential of outdoor therapy to offer more than just

symptom relief—it can restore dignity, purpose, and joy.

---

Outdoor therapy for veterans is a testament to the healing power of nature and the resilience of the

human spirit. For those who have sacrificed so much, stepping outside into the world’s natural beauty

can be a vital step toward recovery and renewed life. Whether through a quiet walk in the woods or an

adventurous wilderness expedition, the outdoors holds a unique promise of peace and restoration for

veterans ready to embrace it.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is outdoor therapy for veterans?

Outdoor therapy for veterans is a therapeutic approach that involves engaging veterans in outdoor

activities such as hiking, camping, fishing, and adventure sports to promote mental health, physical

well-being, and social connection.

How does outdoor therapy benefit veterans with PTSD?

Outdoor therapy helps veterans with PTSD by reducing stress, improving mood, increasing

mindfulness, fostering social support, and providing a safe environment to process trauma through

nature-based activities.

Are there specific programs that offer outdoor therapy for veterans?

Yes, there are many organizations and programs such as Project Healing Waters, The Veterans

Outdoor Adventures, and Sierra Club's Military Outdoors that specialize in providing outdoor therapy

experiences tailored for veterans.



Can outdoor therapy help with other mental health issues faced by

veterans?

Absolutely. Outdoor therapy can help with depression, anxiety, substance abuse, and overall emotional

resilience by encouraging physical activity, social interaction, and exposure to calming natural

environments.

Is outdoor therapy covered by the VA or health insurance?

Coverage for outdoor therapy varies. Some VA programs incorporate outdoor therapy as part of

holistic treatment, but insurance coverage depends on the provider and specific plans. Veterans should

check with their healthcare provider or VA representative.

What types of outdoor activities are commonly used in therapy for

veterans?

Common activities include hiking, fishing, kayaking, rock climbing, gardening, horseback riding, and

wilderness survival skills, all designed to promote physical activity, teamwork, and emotional healing.

How can veterans get started with outdoor therapy?

Veterans interested in outdoor therapy can start by contacting local veteran service organizations, VA

healthcare providers, or specialized outdoor therapy programs to learn about available opportunities

and enrollment procedures.

Additional Resources

Outdoor Therapy for Veterans: A Pathway to Healing and Resilience

Outdoor therapy for veterans has emerged as a transformative approach in mental health care, offering

a unique blend of nature immersion and therapeutic intervention tailored specifically for those who



have served in the armed forces. As veterans face complex challenges such as post-traumatic stress

disorder (PTSD), depression, anxiety, and reintegration difficulties, outdoor therapy presents an

alternative or complementary method to traditional clinical treatments. This article explores the

multifaceted nature of outdoor therapy for veterans, examines its benefits and limitations, and

considers its growing role within veteran rehabilitation programs.

Understanding Outdoor Therapy for Veterans

Outdoor therapy, also known as wilderness therapy or nature-based therapy, involves structured

therapeutic activities conducted in natural settings. For veterans, this modality often includes hiking,

camping, fishing, equine-assisted therapy, and other outdoor pursuits designed to foster psychological

healing and emotional resilience. The premise is grounded in the biophilia hypothesis, which suggests

humans have an innate affinity for nature that can promote well-being.

Veterans represent a population with distinct mental health needs due to their unique experiences with

trauma, combat, and military culture. Traditional therapy modalities, while effective for many,

sometimes fall short in engaging veterans who may prefer experiential or action-oriented approaches.

Outdoor therapy leverages physical activity, social connection, and the calming effects of nature to

address these gaps. The therapeutic environment is intentionally created to encourage reflection, build

trust, and facilitate coping strategies in a less clinical, more holistic context.

Key Components of Outdoor Therapy for Veterans

Several elements define the structure and effectiveness of outdoor therapy programs tailored for

veterans:

Therapeutic Guidance: Licensed mental health professionals, often trained in trauma-informed

care, facilitate sessions to ensure psychological safety and goal-oriented progress.



Nature Immersion: Engaging with natural landscapes serves as a backdrop for healing and

stress reduction, utilizing the sensory and restorative qualities of wilderness environments.

Group Dynamics: Many programs use group activities to foster camaraderie, mutual support, and

a sense of belonging, which can counteract feelings of isolation common among veterans.

Physical Activity: Incorporation of exercise promotes physical health and releases endorphins,

which aid in mood regulation and trauma recovery.

Therapeutic Benefits and Evidence-Based Outcomes

Research into outdoor therapy for veterans has demonstrated promising outcomes, particularly in

addressing PTSD symptoms and improving overall mental wellness. A study published in the Journal

of Clinical Psychology reported significant reductions in anxiety and depression among veterans who

participated in wilderness therapy programs. Additionally, exposure to natural settings has been linked

to decreased cortisol levels, indicating reduced physiological stress.

Outdoor therapy's benefits extend beyond symptom alleviation. Many veterans report enhanced self-

efficacy, improved emotional regulation, and renewed purpose after engaging in these programs. The

experiential nature of outdoor therapy allows veterans to confront fears, develop problem-solving skills,

and reconnect with a sense of control—factors often eroded by trauma and military experiences.

Comparatively, outdoor therapy can complement traditional interventions such as cognitive-behavioral

therapy (CBT) or pharmacotherapy. While conventional treatments focus on cognitive restructuring or

biochemical balance, outdoor therapy addresses the somatic and relational dimensions of healing. This

holistic approach is gaining traction in veteran healthcare systems aiming to provide personalized and

integrative mental health services.



Challenges and Limitations

Despite its advantages, outdoor therapy for veterans is not without challenges. Accessibility remains a

significant barrier, as many veterans live in urban areas far from wilderness programs or lack

transportation options. Additionally, some veterans may be reluctant to participate due to physical

disabilities, social anxiety, or skepticism about non-traditional therapies.

Safety concerns also warrant attention. Outdoor settings introduce variables such as weather, terrain

hazards, and wildlife encounters, requiring meticulous planning and risk management. Furthermore,

the effectiveness of outdoor therapy can depend heavily on the qualifications of facilitators and the

program’s ability to tailor interventions to individual needs.

Finally, funding and insurance coverage for outdoor therapy remain inconsistent, limiting widespread

adoption. While some veterans benefit from programs sponsored by the Department of Veterans

Affairs (VA) or nonprofit organizations, many face out-of-pocket costs that restrict access.

Emerging Models and Innovations

In response to these challenges, several innovative models of outdoor therapy for veterans are being

explored:

Equine-Assisted Therapy

Interacting with horses has been shown to build trust and emotional awareness. Equine therapy

programs for veterans focus on nonverbal communication and mindfulness, facilitating breakthroughs

in trauma processing and emotional regulation.



Adaptive Outdoor Programs

To address physical and mobility limitations, adaptive outdoor therapy incorporates modified activities

such as wheelchair-accessible trails, fishing, or gardening. These inclusive programs ensure that

veterans with disabilities can experience the therapeutic benefits of nature.

Virtual Nature Therapy

For veterans unable to access natural environments, virtual reality (VR) technology is being tested as

a tool to simulate outdoor settings. Early research suggests VR nature immersion can reduce anxiety

and improve mood, offering a potential bridge to more traditional outdoor therapy experiences.

Integrating Outdoor Therapy into Veteran Care

Healthcare providers and veteran support organizations are increasingly recognizing the value of

outdoor therapy as part of a comprehensive treatment plan. Integrative care models combine outdoor

experiences with clinical therapy sessions, peer support groups, and medication management. This

multidisciplinary approach aims to optimize recovery by addressing both psychological and physical

aspects of veteran health.

Moreover, community partnerships with national parks, conservation groups, and outdoor recreation

organizations help expand program availability and foster ongoing engagement with nature. Such

collaborations not only enhance therapeutic outcomes but also encourage veterans to maintain active

lifestyles post-treatment.

While outdoor therapy for veterans is not a panacea, it represents a meaningful advancement in

addressing the complex needs of this population. Through continued research, program development,

and policy support, outdoor therapy has the potential to redefine veteran mental health care by



harnessing the restorative power of the natural world.
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before trauma occurs. Due to this, the focus of this paper aims to explore ways to utilize wilderness
therapy proactively as a way to build resiliency. Further understanding of the causes for rising
suicide rates in this population are needed, in addition to incorporating alternative approaches to
combating suicidality before it develops. In addition, alternative approaches to treating mental
illness in the DoD and VA will be addressed. A treatment guide for the DoD and VA that takes a
strength-based approach to building resiliency in military personnel was devised. The focus was to
integrate wilderness therapy and strength-based techniques into general military population, as a
proactive approach to building resiliency before mental health concerns arise.
  outdoor therapy for veterans: Nature-Based Allied Health Practice Amy Wagenfeld,
Shannon Marder, 2023-10-19 The benefits of interacting with nature for our social, cognitive, and
physical wellbeing are well documented. But how practical is it to take therapy into nature, or bring



nature into therapy? This evidence-based and accessible guide demonstrates easily workable,
creative, tried-and-tested strategies for bringing nature into therapy. It includes simple and fun
ready-to-go activity ideas. Using the life-course as a framework, the authors highlight the impact of
nature at every stage of human development. From younger children to older adults, anyone can
benefit from outdoor therapy, and different therapeutic offerings can be adapted to suit most
individuals and groups. Resources are included to help assess a program's readiness to incorporate
nature, create plans to take therapy outdoors (or bring the outside in), and evaluate the impact it
could have for patients or clients. With testimonials from service users who have felt the benefits of
nature-based practices, and case studies highlighting excellence in practice from health and social
care professionals across various fields, this book will inspire and empower allied health and mental
health practitioners to take their therapy practice outdoors.
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